Tampa Bay History
Volume 15

Issue 1

Article 4

6-1-1993

With Pride and Valor: The Tampa Fire Fighters Union. 1943-1979
Mark Wilkins

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarcommons.usf.edu/tampabayhistory

Recommended Citation
Wilkins, Mark (1993) "With Pride and Valor: The Tampa Fire Fighters Union. 1943-1979," Tampa Bay
History: Vol. 15 : Iss. 1 , Article 4.
Available at: https://scholarcommons.usf.edu/tampabayhistory/vol15/iss1/4

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Open Access Journals at Scholar Commons. It has
been accepted for inclusion in Tampa Bay History by an authorized editor of Scholar Commons. For more
information, please contact scholarcommons@usf.edu.

Wilkins: With Pride and Valor: The Tampa Fire Fighters Union. 1943-1979

"WITH PRIDE AND VALOR": THE TAMPA
FIRE FIGHTERS UNION, 1943-1979
by Mark Wilkens
Since the early 1960s unions have been remarkably successful in organizing public sector
employees and in helping them gain the right to engage in collective bargaining. The dramatic
transformation of labor relations between federal, state, and local governments and their
employees was not a smooth one, however, as the experience of the Tampa Fire Fighters Union
(TFFU) demonstrates. Fire fighters, due in part to the unique nature of their occupation, had been
among the most active and militant public servants since the early twentieth century. Similarly,
the TFFU, organized in 1943, was a pioneer in the struggle in Tampa to extend the rights of
public employees to collective bargaining.
Like most other public workers, fire fighters occupy a unique niche in American society. On the
one hand, municipalities restrict their rights as workers since their duties are considered crucial
to permitting cities to function in a safe and orderly manner. On the other hand, the democratic
character of the legislative councils to which the workers are responsible provides them with the
opportunity to influence their employers’ decision-making processes. Beginning in the 1960s the
Tampa Fire Fighters Union, in its drive to improve fire fighters’ wages and working conditions,
developed into a potent political force in the city. The success of the TFFU proved troubling to
many Tampans, however, and during the course of the 1970s the fire fighters and their opponents
engaged in a bitter struggle to define the terms under which the TFFU would exist in the
municipal arena. The fire fighters ended the decade with their power and influence somewhat
diminished, but, as was true of public employees throughout the nation, the legitimacy and
nature of their political activities remained a controversial point that went unresolved.
Organized fire fighting in Tampa originated on June 2, 1884, when sixteen local citizens formed
a volunteer hook and ladder company whose sole equipment consisted of twenty buckets, two
ladders, and a few axes. It was not until 1889 ’that the city decided to hire a professional fire
fighter, Andrew J. Harris, to lead the department and improve training. Following a series of
disastrous fires in 1894, a number of citizens pushed the city to take additional action, and on
May 10, 1895, the city council authorized the creation of a professional fire department of paid
employees.1
The early fire fighters labored in an environment that demanded long hours and low pay. The
"continuous duty system" employed by the city in the early twentieth century required fire
fighters to work shifts that lasted ten to twelve days at a time. Throughout the next several
decades hours gradually improved, but as late as 1959 Tampa’s fire fighters were still working a
seventy-two-hour work week.2
In addition to working long hours, fire fighters in Tampa also faced economic uncertainty in the
early twentieth century. The career of Captain William Taylor, a decorated veteran who retired in
1963, illustrates the hardships endured by fire fighters in this era. Taylor joined the department in
1918 as a chauffeur, and within ten years he was drawing a monthly salary of $188.50, the top
pay for his rank. In 1932 he was promoted to captain, but the Great Depression crippled the city’s
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Tampa Fire Department pumper and hoses in 1942.
Photograph courtesy of the Tampa-Hillsborough County Public Library System.

finances and the department forced Taylor to take a pay cut and demoted him to the rank of
lieutenant. It was not until 1943 that Taylor finally worked his way back to the rank of captain,
which at that time provided him with a monthly salary of $193. Thus, during the previous fifteen
years with the Tampa Fire Department his salary had increased by the sum of four dollars and
fifty cents a month.3
Such conditions prompted the fire fighters to organize in 1943 as Local 754 of the International
Association of Fire Fighters (IAFF). For the next twenty-five years the TFFU struggled to
expand the rights of fire fighters and to improve working conditions within the Tampa Fire
Department despite the antagonism of national, state, and local governments. However, this was
not the first example of activism on the part of the Tampa fire fighters. Forty years earlier, in
January 1903, city firemen had launched the nation’s first department-wide strike of fire fighters.
The city fired the striking fire fighters and was able to hire replacements, thereby defeating this
early attempt at unionization. Infuriated by the fire fighters’ militancy, Tampa’s city council also
passed an ordinance forbidding city employees from joining unions or participating in political
parties or elections.4 It took another forty years before the Tampa fire fighters were able to
organize a union under the auspices of the IAFF.
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Hook and Ladder Company No. 1 in front of Tampa’s Fire Department Headquarters (at 720
Zack Street) in 1944.
Photograph courtesy of the Tampa-Hillsborough County Public Library System.

By the standards of most public employee unions the IAFF was a venerable organization. The
origins of the IAFF lay in the development of independent unions of fire fighters that were
directly associated with the American Federation of Labor (AFL). The AFL chartered the first
chapter in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, in 1903, and by 1918 there were eighty-two locals that
claimed the allegiance of one quarter of the nation’s forty thousand professional fire fighters.
That same year the AFL established the IAFF as a separate international union.5
Although forming a union provided the Tampa fire fighters with a valuable organizational
advantage in dealing with their employers, the concerted opposition of the federal and state
government and the courts limited the union’s effectiveness. The United States government had
dealt with organizations of its own employees as far back as the 1830s, and in 1906 the AFL had
helped postal employees form the first national union of government employees, the National
Federation of Post Office Clerks. The official policy of the federal government, however, was to
discourage public employee unions. The National Labor Relations Acts (NLRA) of 1935 and
1947, which did so much to revolutionize labor relations and institutionalize collective
bargaining in the private sector, explicitly excluded federal, state, county, and municipal
employees from their provisions. The legislature and courts in Florida closely mirrored the
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Members of the Fire Department Department emergency rescue squad displaying their
equipment in 1944.
Photograph courtesy of the Tampa-Hillsborough County Public Library System.

federal position on public employee unionism. It was not until 1959 that the state legislature
passed legislation providing state and local workers with the right to join unions. Even this
victory was limited, however, since the courts interpreted state law in such a manner that it
prohibited municipalities from engaging in collective bargaining with their employees.6
Despite the state-imposed statutory limitations, the Tampa Fire Fighters Union was not helpless
in its efforts to effect substantive change in the workplace. Before winning the right to engage in
collective bargaining in 1967, the traditional method by which the fire fighters sought to improve
working conditions was to lobby elected officials and to work through the municipal civil service
system. Fire fighters first sought to extend the protections of the civil service system to the
department, which in Tampa began in 1904, and then worked to apply pressure through the local
civil service board for better wage and benefit packages and for more effective grievance
procedures. They also applied pressure directly on the mayor and the city council, either by
presenting their case in public or by volunteering their time to favored candidates. Nevertheless,
in the quarter century from the founding of the union in 1943 to the first collective bargaining
agreement between the city and the union, the TFFU’s ability to effect changes on behalf of its
members was limited.7
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The 1960s proved to be a critical turning point in the history of the Tampa Fire Fighters Union.
Like other public employees in the country, they became far more assertive in their relationship
with their employers. In the case of the Tampa fire fighters, three developments were particularly
crucial in strengthening the power of the union. First, starting in 1959, the city dramatically
expanded the size of the fire department. Second, in 1965 the TFFU organized a political action
committee to back sympathetic candidates, thereby further politicizing the union and placing it
more squarely in the public eye. Most importantly, in 1967 the Florida Legislature passed the
Fire Fighters Collective Bargaining Act, which provided the TFFU with the right to engage in
collective bargaining. Consequently, by the end of the decade the nature of the relationship
between the union and the city had changed dramatically.
The 1960s and 1970s marked a period of historic change for public sector unionism. At the
national level, the key development was President John F. Kennedy’s Executive Order 10988.
Under its provisions, the government reaffirmed the right of federal workers to organize unions
and granted them the right to engage in collective bargaining, albeit with significant restrictions.
A similar transformation occurred at the state level. In 1955, only one state in the nation
provided statutory authority for collective bargaining, and that was at the discretion of the
employer.8 Beginning in 1962 with Wisconsin, an increasing number of states passed laws that
required government employers to engage in collective bargaining with their workers.9 The
result was an explosion in the size of the rolls of public employee unions. Whereas in 1960 only
one million government employees belonged to unions, by 1976 that number had tripled. This
increase accounted for eighty percent of all new workers who joined unions during this period. 10
The explosion in the growth of public employee unions in the 1960s was prompted in large part
by the changing attitudes of many Americans, including the workers themselves, towards unions
in the public sector. As local, state, and federal governments expanded in size, public employees
often faced an environment that was increasingly bureaucratic, impersonal, and unresponsive to
their needs.11 To many workers, organizing a union seemed to be the only way to get the state to
respond to their concerns. The postwar victories of organized labor in the private sector also
meant that by the 1960s many of the prized advantages of government employment, such as job
security, were no longer unique to public employees.12 Furthermore, in an era that was
increasingly conscious of rights, many people outside of the public sector believed that the
inferior legal status of public workers was unjust and should be remedied. Consequently,
Americans became more likely to support government employees’ demands for the right to
collective bargaining.13
Like many public employee unions in the country, the Tampa Fire Fighters Union became a
much stronger and more effective organization during the course of the 1960s and early 1970s.
One of the most important changes was the dramatic expansion of the size of the fire department.
The Tampa Fire Department, which began with twenty-two men in 1895, had expanded into a
uniformed force of 157 personnel by the early 1950s.14 Throughout the rest of the 1950s and the
1960s the city continued to build additional stations, but the major development occurred in 1959
when Mayor Julian Lane agreed to institute a three-platoon system in place of the existing
two-platoon system, thereby reducing the average work week from 72 to 56 hours. By 1963 the
fire department had 599 employees, 590 of them uniformed personnel, making it the second
largest department in the city.15
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One of the worst fires in Tampa’s recent history swept the Maas Brothers department store at
the corner of Franklin and Twiggs streets on June 28,1951. The fire, which raged for five hours
and destroyed the store, was fought by over 100 fire fighters, ten of whom were injured.
Photograph from The Tampa Fire Fighter.
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Another important development occurred in October of 1965 when several hundred fire fighters
descended on a church in Tampa’s Ybor City to organize the Fire Fighters Service League, a
political action committee.16 The changeover to the three-platoon system and the expansion in
the size of the fire department under the Lane administration had helped to alleviate many of the
fire fighters’ concerns over safety and working conditions. Nevertheless, there continued to be a
number of issues that disturbed the men of the department and undermined their morale.
Veteran fire fighters in Tampa often recalled that the fire department used to consist of "wooden
trucks and steel men; now we have steel trucks and wooden men."17 While improvements in
equipment and stricter building codes eased the difficulties that fire fighters faced, the dangers
confronting the men of the Tampa Fire Department actually increased during the 1950s and
1960s. In the 1950s alone, five firemen died in the line of duty. One fire in 1955, at a fertilizer
and chemical plant, required over 200 fire fighters and resulted in twenty-two injuries.18
As Tampa’s skyline rose, so did the difficulties facing the men who struggled to battle fires in the
new towers of concrete, glass, and steel that rose up in the city’s business district. Even more
dangerous to fire fighters was the growing use of plastics, synthetics, and chemicals in
construction materials - and furnishings.19 Forced to work in environments that contained deadly
fumes, fire fighters had to depend upon an air filtrate system that was little better than gas masks
from World War I.20 The explosion of violence in the 1960s in the nation’s inner cities also had
a significant impact on safety conditions for fire fighters. Several fire fighters were killed and
hundreds more injured in what one national magazine referred to as "the undeclared war on the
nation's firemen.”21 Nationally, these dangers were reflected in the fire safety statistics: between
1964 and 1970 fire fighter deaths in the line of duty increased every year, from less than 40 to
nearly 120 per year by the end of the decade. In 1970 there were 115 deaths per 100,000 fire
fighters, making it the deadliest profession in the nation.22
In addition to concerns over safety conditions, fire fighters in Tampa in the 1960s also worked to
eliminate the role of partisan politics in hiring and promotion practices. The period between the
1930s and 1950s was the heyday of the political machine in Tampa, and while the police
department was the most notorious for its corruption, politics also crept into the administration of
the fire department.23 Throughout the 1950s the mayor's office received numerous letters from
local citizens worried about the politicization of the department and from employees fearful of
losing their jobs.24 Critics of the department frequently focused their attention on the fire chief,
who was the only appointed official in the department and the officer with the responsibility for
making decisions on promotions.
The issue of politicization came to a head during the second term of Mayor Nick Nuccio. Under
Nuccio, who held office from 1956 to 1959, and again from 1963 to 1967, the city built more
bridges, parks, fire stations, and roads than under any other previous administration. Nuccio was
also famous for being a very partisan mayor, and during his tenure in office critics frequently
charged that he gave out too many favors to his political allies.25 Many fire fighters began
complaining about the over-politicization of the fire department under Nuccio's appointee, Fire
Chief Ken Ayers, and argued that the city was apathetic about the concerns of fire fighters. In
1966 a group of fire fighters' wives even picketed city hall to protest the intimidation that their
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husbands faced from city officials because they voiced their demands for better pay and job
security.26
The discontent in the department helped lead to the creation of the Fire Fighters Service League,
and in October 1966 it was under the auspices of the League that the fire fighters lodged a formal
complaint with the city council.27 After an investigation by the city council, Nuccio demoted
Fire Chief Ken Ayers, but the unrest in the department had made its mark with the birth of the
Fire Fighters Service League. Ironically, the politicization of the department’s administration in
turn helped to lead to the politicization of the fire fighters and of their union.
Following the creation of the League, the fire fighters became far more explicit and open about
their willingness to provide assistance to candidates sympathetic to the TFFU’s concerns. The
stated objectives of the League were "to engage in community activities which will advance the
interest of the members of this association... [and] to provide financial and moral assistance to
other organizations or bodies having purposes... [similar] to those of this association."28 Mayor
Nuccio and Fire Chief Ayers originally supported the creation of the League, but relations
quickly soured when it started pressing the city council for higher wages and for an investigation
of the department.29 Troubled by the aggressive behavior of the fire fighters, the city council’s
final report, issued on November 30,1966, charged the League with engaging in "political
activities and threats,... [creating] dissension... [and] the suborning or inciting of insubordination
and disrespect for authority.”30 As a consequence of its findings the council urged Tampa's
legislative delegation to press for a state law that would have restricted city workers from
participating in "any political party or in any political campaign, except to exercise his right as a
citizen. . .to vote."31 Area legislators rejected the admonitions of the city council, however, and
the council quickly had to become reconciled to the fact that the fire fighters' union would play
an increasingly prominent and influential role in municipal politics.
During the quarter-century following the formation of the League, the fire fighters union
established itself, in the words of one newspaper, as being a "pragmatic and effective practitioner
of politics."32 Most of the aid the fire fighters provided to favored candidates came in the form
of donated time.33 Fire fighters would construct signs, canvass voters, and provide other
volunteer services. Candidates frequently sought the endorsement of the union, and even those
who did not have the support of the TFFU noted that without it they had to work harder to make
contact with local citizens.34 The union also provided significant financial assistance, and in tile
case of city council races their aid was particularly important: one newspaper account in 1978
noted that thirteen of the past fifteen candidates the TFFU supported had won their elections.35
The 1960s was a watershed that marked the growing political power of the TFFU, but to the fire
fighters of Tampa the most significant event in that era occurred in 1967 when the Florida
legislature passed the Fire Fighters Collective Bargaining Act. The passage of the law illustrated
that the Florida Professional Fire Fighters (FPF), the state counterpart of the International
Association of Fire Fighters, was surprisingly successful in its lobbying efforts in the Florida
legislature. Until the late 1960s the organization was small. The state convention in 1953
included representatives from only six locals, and the meeting was held in a single room at an old
hotel in Tallahassee.36 Despite its small size, though, the FPF maintained a permanent presence
in the capital and, as one Tampa paper pointed out, by the 1960s it was recognized as "the most
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The officers of the Tampa Fire Fighters Union in 1970 with President Sam Sinardi in the front
row center and Vice President Frank Urso in the front row right.
Photograph from the Tampa Fire Fighter.

politically active amongst public employee [groups].”37 Its efforts finally bore fruit in 1967
when the state legislature passed the Fire Fighters Collective Bargaining Act, thereby making
fire fighters the first public employees in Florida to gain the right to collective bargaining. The
crowning achievement occurred seven years later when the rest of the public employees in the
state acquired the right to engage in collective bargaining when the state legislature passed the
Public Employee Relations Act (PERA). Aided by the legislation from Tallahassee, public
employee unions quickly expanded throughout the state, and by the end of the 1970s a majority
of Florida's public employees had availed themselves of the right to collective bargaining.38
The Tampa Fire Fighters Union quickly benefitted from the flurry of activity by the state
legislature. Although the first contract between the city and the TFFU in 1969 was a brief
document, only a single page, within three years it had expanded to twenty-seven pages and
covered a host of issues other than wages and benefits.39 For example, the city granted the
members of the executive board of the union paid leave to attend to official business without
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placing any restrictions on the amount of time. The contract also required binding arbitration of
any grievances arising out of the interpretation of the agreement. In addition, the agreement
called for monthly meetings between union officials and the fire chief, and mandated that the city
appoint a public information officer to "develop community awareness of the needs of fire safety
[and of] the services and accomplishments of the Department.”40 In the years immediately
following the start of collective bargaining, the fire fighters had a remarkable degree of influence
in matters that extended beyond the major concerns of most unions such as wages, benefits, and
pensions. Some of the more exceptional provisions included articles requiring the city to
maintain minimum manpower levels on vehicles and to meet certain requirements for equipment.
If manpower requirements were not met, the station captain then had the authority to put a truck
out of service rather than operate it while short of personnel.41
In the first few years following the advent of collective bargaining the TFFU was also successful
in achieving wage increases for its members. Furthermore, it was able to enshrine certain
provisions in the contract that made for a safer work place and ensured that the union could
operate without hindrance. The success of the fire fighters in winning these gains derived in part
from the cooperative attitude of Mayor Dick Greco.42 Unlike most other municipalities in
Florida, Tampa had no city manager, and as the chief executive and administrator the mayor was
the single most powerful politician in the city. During his tenure in office Greco, who was mayor
from October 1967 to March 1974, pushed wage and benefit increases for municipal employees
through the city council and made a point of maintaining cordial relations with the city's
workers. Not only did the TFFU and the city avoid major contract disputes while Greco was
mayor, but the fire fighters also did not have the occasion to raise a single work-related
grievance.43
Greco resigned in March 1974, and during the mayoral election that October the TFFU threw its
support behind city council member Joe Kotvas in his contest with insurance executive William
Poe. The union committed to Kotvas at an early point, attacking Poe in a newspaper ad for what
they termed were his "family and company ties [to those] that have continuously fought labor.”44
Poe triumphed in a race decided by 368 votes, however, and during his five years in office
relations between the city and the fire fighters were frequently strained and combative. Contract
negotiations, which had proceeded smoothly under Greco, became an annual conflict in which
the fire fighters fought against the attempts of the city to rein in their wages and assert greater
control over the operations of the department and of the union.
The first clash between the TFFU and the mayor's office occurred in December 1974 when the
fire fighters broke off contract talks with the city. In the preceding contract negotiations the city
offered a 4.7 percent raise, but it also insisted on a number of benefit cuts that would have
reduced the earnings of some employees. The city also sought to reassert greater control over the
activities and prerogatives of the union in the workplace, including a proposal that fire fighters
above the rank of lieutenant be removed from the bargaining unit. Union president Sam Sinardi,
himself a captain, charged that this was a blatant "union-breaking tactic." Poe claimed that he
was merely bringing benefits and working conditions for the fire fighters in line with those of
other city employees, but to many fire fighters it appeared he was attempting to roll back the
previous gains of the union and punish them for their political activities.45

https://scholarcommons.usf.edu/tampabayhistory/vol15/iss1/4

10

Wilkins: With Pride and Valor: The Tampa Fire Fighters Union. 1943-1979

After the union rejected the contract offer, the dispute went before an arbitrator as part of a
process known as a Special Master Hearing. Under the terms of the Public Employees Relations
Act, both the city and the union were required to appear before an arbitrator in the case of an
impasse in contract negotiations. The arbitrator’s decision was nonbinding, however, so if either
side continued to reject a settlement the dispute had to be brought before the legislative body,
which in the case of the TFFU was the city council. Although the arbitration process was
extensive and elaborate, the final decision still remained in the political arena, a factor that the
administration and the TFFU both realized.
In February 1975 the two sides participated in a Special Master Hearing, but the city and the fire
fighters reached an agreement before the arbitrator’s final ruling. The union accepted the
elimination of eleven administrative personnel from the terms of the contract, agreed to a limit of
700 hours a year paid leave for union business, and allowed the city to replace, by attrition, the
department’s mechanics, electricians, and supply workers with civilian employees.46 Although
the TFFU managed to earn more generous wage concessions than the city had originally offered,
the contract signalled the beginning of a gradual erosion of the union’s strength and of the rights
that it had won in previous contracts.
The accord between Poe and the TFFU lasted only as long as the recently concluded contract,
and within two years the city and the union were engaged in another fierce dispute. In December
1976 the union rejected, by a vote of 422 to 88, a proposed contract that eliminated manning
provisions and offered a smaller than desired pay raise. The results of the subsequent Special
Master proceeding were a considerable success for the union. Not only did arbitrator Jules
Pagano award the fire fighters an immediate 7.3 percent wage increase, but he also ruled that the
city should maintain the manning clause. The TFFU was content with the ruling, but Poe
objected and refused to abide by the arbitrator’s decision, thereby forcing the issue before the city
council.47
On May 3, 1977, after what one newspaper characterized as "two hours of rambling, emotional
debate" during which city council members hurled insults at each other, the council voted five to
two to award the fire fighters an 8.9 percent raise over two years. The ruling left Poe both
disappointed and frustrated, and the reactions of Poe and his supporters demonstrated that the
significance of the debate transcended the immediate contractual issues. Council member Jan
Platt protested that the council was "rewarding unionism," and would encourage other city
workers to organize. Poe himself later remarked that the council was not interested in the facts;
"they were [simply] interested in giving a raise to the fire fighters."48
In May 1979 the Poe administration and the TFFU concluded their final contract with each other
and, like the previous two, it was hotly contested. In its initial contract offer the city did not
propose a pay raise, a condition which the union rejected, thereby leading to another Special
Master Hearing. During the hearing the TFFU and the city clashed over whether or not the fire
fighters deserved a wage increase and over the ability of the city to fund any such increase.49
The underlying argument of the city, though, was simply that the mayor’s office and the city
council, as duly-elected representatives of the people, had passed a budget that established
different fiscal priorities than those of the fire fighters.50 Despite the city’s protestations, the
arbitrator awarded the fire fighters a pay raise that ranged from 1.3 to 9.4 percent, depending on
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each individual’s length of service. Poe again rejected the Special Master ruling, thereby
returning the conflict to the city council chambers, where, as the Tampa Times noted, "the fire
fighters [had] found such close friends in the past.”51
When the city council met on May 30,1979, to resolve the dispute, it was before hundreds of
supporters of the TFFU, many of whom were bused in at union expense. Following a strident
debate before a partisan audience, the city council voted four to three to approve a 6.9 percent
pay raise. Once again, the union had won over the opposition of Mayor Poe. The events helped
to prompt a bitter editorial in the Tampa Times, which spoke of the "Firemen's Four" on the city
council who "continue to sing the same old tune under the baton of Sam Sinardi and his fire
fighters union.”52 Although the editorial, which spoke of the "overpaid and underworked" fire
fighters, did not perfectly mirror public sentiment, it did demonstrate the degree to which the
repeated clashes between the TFFU and the city angered some local citizens. To many residents
of Tampa the politicization of public employees and their apparent influence in municipal
government was a disturbing and threatening trend.
Like public employees throughout the nation, the Tampa fire fighters found that their success in
influencing the political process proved to be a double-edged sword as it helped to draw out
anti-union opponents. If the 1960s marked the birth of public employee unions as a major force
in society, then the 1970s was undoubtedly its troubled adolescence. The growth in size and
assertiveness of public sector unions in the late 1960s prompted concern, and in some cases even
fear, amongst a growing number of Americans. In Florida, public fears about the growing
militancy of government workers rose dramatically after 1968, when a statewide teachers' strike
was only the most notable of six public employee walkouts that resulted in 354,000 lost
mandays.53 Two years later Florida's Governor Claude Kirk painted a frightening vision of a
future where the power of public employee unions was unbridled: "a strike by public employees
brings to mind the vision of heaps of unsanitary garbage... menacing the health of the people....
Of prisons without guards.... Streets without policemen. Fires with no one to fight them.
Complete chaos and an open invitation to anarchy. Clearly, public service is ... above and beyond
the ability to collectively bargain ... which can only encourage illegal strikes."54 Eight years
later, in Memphis, Tennessee, Kirk's predictions appeared to come to life when fire fighters and
police officers staged a simultaneous walk out. For the eleven days that the strike persisted
National Guardsmen enforced a dusk to dawn curfew with loaded rifles while hundreds of fires
swept through the city, causing millions of dollars in damage. The following January the Tampa
Tribune published a feature article on the strike, previewing it with the chilling commentary,
"Memphis - could it happen here?"55
Nationally, the frustrations and fears about public employee unions took a number of different
forms. Academic studies warned that "excessive power" by public employees could distort the
bargaining process or that they could "overwhelm the needs of others" within the municipal
community.56 Conservative critics urged states to prohibit collective bargaining in order to
"preserve government sovereignty and individual freedom in the public sector.”57 One article, in
the popular monthly Reader’s Digest, queried in its title "Can Public Employee Unions Be
Controlled?" and warned that "our country faces the very real prospect of public-employee
unions literally dictating what government workers earn and, therefore, the taxes citizens must
pay.”58 The rise of public employee unions and the consequent transformation in the power

https://scholarcommons.usf.edu/tampabayhistory/vol15/iss1/4

12

Wilkins: With Pride and Valor: The Tampa Fire Fighters Union. 1943-1979

Tampa fire fighters putting out a fire at Fruehauf Trailer Company in July 1956.
Photograph courtesy of the Tampa-Hillsborough County Public Library System.

relationship between the state and its employees was, to many Americans, a radical development
that had to be vigorously opposed.
The national debate over the growth of the political power of public employee unions also
occurred in Tampa, where the critics of public sector unionism found the TFFU an obvious
target. By the early 1970s editorialists of local papers were already warning that precedents set
by the fire fighters could turn elections into “a competition to see which candidate could promise
to do most for the public [employees] with the biggest slush fund and largest army of poll
workers."59 As the decade progressed the press began referring to the "firemen's five" on the city
council, who were the fire fighters' "hand-picked candidates."60 Even the local television
stations joined the chorus with editorials charging that the TFFU was on a "treasure hunt," and
warning that offering arbitration to the fire fighters would be "disastrous for democratic
self-government.”61
The fire fighters were well aware of the local media's hostility towards the TFFU's political
activism, and the union worked diligently to promote its own position. One TFFU newsletter in
1979 noted that "if past history can be used as any indicator, expect the citizens of Tampa to be
force fed whatever swill Mayor Poe and the local dailies consider appropriate. Countering the
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Tampa fire fighters and spectators observing damage after the fire at Fruehauf Trailer
Company.
Photograph courtesy of the Tampa. Hillsborough County Public Library System.

misinformation and lies will be a giant task.”62 Union leaders were very conscious of the need to
communicate their own views to elected officials and the local populace, and they devoted
considerable energy to this end.63 The TFFU was also willing to challenge the press directly, as
evidenced in 1979 by a libel and defamation lawsuit the union filed against the editor of the
Tampa Times after one particularly scathing editorial.64
Despite accusations in the local media, the Tampa Fire Fighters Union's ability to influence local
political campaigns was not solely based upon its ability to reward sympathetic candidates with
campaign contributions. The fire fighters were also adept at marshalling public support for their
positions. The city council meetings that decided the contract disputes frequently attracted hundreds of fire fighters, their families, and their supporters.65 The department also worked to make
sure that the community was aware of their services, and that the local populace continued to
have a positive image of the fire fighters. The Public Information Officer and other personnel,
for example, went out into the communities to help train teachers in CPR or participate in radio
programs to educate the public to fire dangers.66 The fire fighters also participated in charity
functions, such as collecting for muscular dystrophy. In an era in which the public was growing
increasingly disenchanted with the service of government employees, the fire fighters worked
hard to maintain their image as one of the few groups that still enjoyed public favor.
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Another reason why the TFFU was so often successful defending its position before the city
council was that it usually took great care and effort to present a strong case when it had to go to
arbitration. In most cases the city lost its argument in the Special Master Hearings because its
negotiators could not convince the arbitrator that their claims were credible.67 Consequently,
when the debate finally reached the city council, the burden of proof was upon the administration
to establish why a supposedly impartial arbitrator could make what the mayor’s office claimed
was an improper ruling.
The ultimate source of the strength of the TFFU, however, lay in the nature of the profession.
Fire fighters were not simply employees of a municipal department; they were also members of a
tightly knit community born out of a need for close cooperation. Much of this closeness derived
from the safety risks inherent in the job. Fire fighters frequently faced situations fraught with
enormous danger, and in order to prevail they had to work quickly and effectively as a team.
Another factor contributing to the close social relations among fire fighters was the need to
remain on duty for extended periods. To fire fighters, the fire station house was not simply a
workplace; it was a shared living space, what one veteran referred to as a "home away from
home."68 Depending on the era when he or she served, the typical fire fighter spent anywhere
from one-third to one-half of their working life in the close quarters of afire station. Although
official responsibilities took up much of a fire fighter’s shift, he or she also had the time to
engage in a number of practices that are normally thought of as being "domestic," such as
cooking, eating, cleaning, sleeping, reading, and watching television or listening to the radio.
Given that fire fighters often worked at the same station or even with the same crew for years at
a time, the department believed good working relations were at a premium. If personality
conflicts arose and could not be handled at the station house, then the department would transfer
employees to resolve the conflict.69
The other characteristic of fire fighting that helped to contribute to the sense of community was
the absence of sharply drawn lines of authority. The labor-management dichotomy so central to
most other workplaces was far less distinct. All the men of the Tampa fire department, from the
greenest recruit to the fire chief, had started as trainees and had experienced service as combat
fire fighters. Furthermore, since turnover was low and transfers almost unheard of, most of the
officers had served with each other and with the men in their department for many years.70 The
nature of the living arrangements for fire fighters also tended to weaken the divisions between
officers and men. Most employees, even district fire chiefs, lived, worked, and slept together
according to the platoon-shift system. In an environment where it was possible to see a station
captain cleaning dishes, traditional social barriers between labor and management were largely
irrelevant. Finally, the common danger faced by all fire fighters on call at the station house,
officers and men alike, served as a powerful force to draw them together.71
Although it helped to provide a vital source of strength for fire fighters, the closely knit
community that existed within fire departments often served as a barrier against the inclusion of
outsiders into the workforce. This was true of Tampa as well, with its diverse population of
native whites, African-Americans, and the descendents of Italian, Spanish, and Cuban
immigrants. Throughout its history the Tampa fire department has been dominated by white
men. Nevertheless, the ethnic and gender composition of the work force has changed dramati-
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cally since its founding in 1895. Until the 1940s fire fighting in Tampa was the near exclusive
domain of native whites.72 A few Latins, the sons of Italian, Spanish, and Cuban immigrants
from Ybor City and West Tampa, managed to enter the department in the 1940s and early 1950s,
but their welcome was an ambivalent one. One Latin fire fighter recalled that native whites
harassed their ethnic counterparts on occasion, and that the epithet "Cuban nigger" was common
in the station house.73 By the mid-1950s, however, attitudes within the city towards Latins were
changing, most dramatically with the victory of Nick Nuccio in the mayor’s race of 1956. The
election of Nuccio, the son of Sicilian immigrants, marked the growing power and assertiveness
of the Latin community within Tampa, and this change was reflected in the ethnic composition
of the fire department.74 By the late 1950s the sight of a Latin fire fighter was common, and with
this development came a decline in ethnic tensions within the department. In the 1960s Latins
played a key role in the leadership of the union, and by the 1970s Hispanic fire fighters occupied
a disproportionately large percentage of the higher ranks within the Tampa fire department.75
Despite the success Latins had in integrating into the workforce, African-Americans and women
continued to face obstacles that limited their opportunities to join the fire department. In the
1960s the city integrated the fire department, but the effort was largely ineffective as many of the
first black fire fighters left within a few year, owing to racial harassment and the low pay.76 By
1975 the department employed fewer than ten African-Americans as fire fighters, and conditions
did not begin to improve until the following year when the threat of a lawsuit by the federal
Equal Employment Opportunity Commission forced the city into instituting a more aggressive
affirmative action program.77 In the case of women, the city did not hire its first two female fire
fighters until 1981.78 The fire department, having overcome Latin-Anglo differences in the
community of fire fighters, proved to be much slower in working to integrate blacks and women
into the workplace.
The unique, closely-knit character of the fire fighting community helped to propel it to the
forefront of the public employee union movement throughout the United States: The TFFU was
the first municipal union in Tampa; the FPF, along with the teachers, was the driving force
behind the success of collective bargaining legislation in Florida; and the IAFF was the oldest
international union in the country for state and local workers. Part of this success can be traced to
the astonishingly high rates of participation in unions by fire fighters, both in Tampa, where
membership was usually over 98 percent and in Florida and the United States as a whole.79 An
additional source of strength lay in the fact that fire fighter unions throughout the nation
traditionally included officers as well as men in their ranks. This was true of Tampa as well,
where even the fire chief would frequently rejoin the union once he was replaced. Consequently,
officers in positions of management usually preferred to work within unionized departments,
since in most cases the boundaries of the union were nearly identical to those of the community
of fire fighters.80 Fire fighting, with its unique system of organization, was well suited to
creating a strong union that could operate effectively in the political arena.
Although the past successes of the Tampa Fire Fighters Union were not based entirely on
political activism, politics played a crucial part in the bargaining process. Since the Special
Master Process was nonbinding, it proved of limited value to the fire fighters. On average, less
than 10 percent of the Special Master rulings in the state were accepted by the respective
governing body.81 Consequently, union officials have frequently characterized collective
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bargaining in Florida as "collective begging.”82 While "begging" might not be an entirely
accurate description of the situation, it comes close enough to explain why public unions have
become so politicized. In the case of the Tampa Fire Fighters Union, it would have lost its
disputes with the city if not for the fact that the union was successful in garnering the support of
a majority of city council members in the contract disputes of the 1970s. In order to prevail in the
face of an administration hostile to unions the fire fighters were, by the very nature of the system
within which they operated, pushed to participate in the local political process as fire fighters and
as public employees. Politics is, and was, a fragile foundation, however, and the events of the
early 1980s demonstrated that in a changing environment the "Firemen's Four" on the city
council could just as easily become the "Firemen's Three." By 1981 newspapers were already
referring to the TFFU as the "once powerful" fire fighters union.83 It is for this reason that
binding arbitration has long been a primary goal of the IAFF and of the Tampa fire fighter's
union. Binding arbitration would prevent the uncertainty that accompanies a system of
negotiation and conflict resolution sensitive to the vagaries of municipal politics.84 Sam Sinardi,
the former president of the TFFU, later noted that in the case of public workers, "if you don't
have politics in your community, you have nothing. You have to elect your friends and defeat
your enemies" in order to succeed.85 As long as the state allows employees to organize unions,
but does not provide for binding arbitration of their disputes, his statement is likely to remain
true.

NOTES
1

Karl H. Grismer, Tampa: A History of the City of Tampa and the Tampa Bay Region of Florida (St. Petersburg:
The St. Petersburg Printing Company, Inc.,1950),192-93, 203; Edgar Gray, Tampa Firefighter (Tampa: Paleveda
Printing Company, 1972), 43, 45; and Tampa Tribune, February 16, 1958, August 23, 1959, clippings from the
vertical file in the Florida Room of the Hillsborouyh County Library (hereafter cited as "Hillsborough Library").

2

George J. Richardson, Symbol of Action: A History of the International Association of Fire Fighters,
AFL-CIO-CLC (New York: International Association of Fire Fighters, 1974), 2; Gray, Tampa Firefighter, 57, 62,
67, 74.

3

The information on Captain Taylor’s career is drawn from a biographical sketch found in the papers of Mayor
Julian Lane, Box 16, File 118, Archives & Records Service, City of Tampa, Florida (Hereafter cited as Tampa
Archives). When factoring in the national consumer price index, Taylor’s salary increased 1.4 percent in real terms
between 1928 and 1943. Historical Statistics of the United States, Colonial Times to 1970, Part 1, Bicentennial
Edition, Bureau of the Census (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1975), 210-11.

4

City of Tampa Ordinance #307, approved February 20, 1903, box 9-2-A-15, Tampa Archives.

5

David Ziskind, One Thousand Strikes of Government Employees (New York: Columbia University Press, 1940),
53, and Richardson, 4-5, 7-8.
6

The classic case in Florida on this issue was Miami Water Works Local 654 v. City of Miami, 26 So. 2d 194 (1946).
For a general discussion see Raymond G. McGuire, "Public Employee Collective Bargaining in Florida - Past,
Present and Future," Florida State University Law Review 1 (Winter 1973), 26.
7

Gray, Tampa Firefighter 3; interview with Charles Hall, former V.P. of the IAFF (1968-79), at Florida
International University, Miami, November 4, 1991 (notes of interview in possession of author); interview with Sam
Sinardi, Tampa City fire fighter (1957-1981) and former president of the TFFU, and Frank Urso, Tampa City fire

Published by Scholar Commons, 1993

17

Tampa Bay History, Vol. 15 [1993], Iss. 1, Art. 4

fighter (1952-1979) and former vice-president of the TFFU, in Tampa, November 23, 1991 (notes of interview in
possession of author).
8

Henry S. Farber, "Evolution of Public Sector Bargaining Laws," in Richard B. Freeman and Casey Ichniowski, ed.,
When Public Sector Workers Organize (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1988), 129-30.

9

Mark H. Maier, City Unions: Managing Discontent in New York City (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press,
1987), 5.

10

Ibid., 9.
Robert A. Nisbit, "Public Unions and the Decline of Social Trust," in A. Lawrence Chickering, ed., Public
Employee Unions: A Study of the Crisis in Public Sector Labor Relations, 2nd edition (San Francisco: Institute for
Contemporary Studies, 1977), 30.

11

12

George Meany, "Union Leaders and Public Unions," in Chickering, 168-9.

13

Ibid., 169-170.

14

Gray, Tampa Firefighter, 80.

15

Tampa Fire Department Annual Report: 1963, and 1964. The 1963 annual report is located in the Nick Nuccio
papers (2nd term), box 12-3-F-11, of the Tampa Archives, and the 1964 report is located at the Hillsborough
Library.

16

Interview with Sinardi and Urso.

17

Interview with Aubrey Grant, Tampa City fire fighter (1959-1992) and deputy fire chief, in Tampa on February
21, 1992 (tape of interview in possession of the author).

18

Gray, Tampa Firefighter, 85, 130.

19

Interview with Grant; America Burning: The Report of the National Commission on Fire Prevention and Control
(Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1973), xi, 53 -59.

20

Interview with Grant. Throughout the early 1970s one of the provisions that constantly appeared in the contracts
between the city and the TFFU was a demand that the department provide a greater number of self-contained
breathing apparatuses. These were much safer than the older filter masks. See contracts between the City of Tampa
and Local 754 of the IAFF, AFLCIO for 1970 (4145B),1971 (4145C), and 1972 (4145D), box 9-3-E-11, Tampa
Archives.

21

Sid Ross and Herbert Kupfberg, "The Undeclared War on the Nation’s Firemen," Parade Magazine, reprinted in
the International Fire Fighter 54:11 (November 1971), 18-22.

22

During the 1960s, a total of 790 fire fighters were killed in the line of duty. Fatality statistics for other professions
from 1970 were as follows: 100 for mining/quarrying, 73 for police, and 18 for all industries. "Annual Death and
Injury Survey of the Professional Fire Fighter in the United States and Canada," International Fire Fighter 54:11
(November 1971), 4-9.

23

Gary R. Mormino and George E. Pozzetta, The Immigrant World of Ybor City: Italians and Their Latin Neighbors
in Tampa, 1885-1985 (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1987), 301-02.

24

Assorted correspondence in the papers of Mayor Julian Lane, box 15, file 114, Tampa Archives.

25

Tampa Times, August 5, 1975, 1-A.

https://scholarcommons.usf.edu/tampabayhistory/vol15/iss1/4

18

Wilkins: With Pride and Valor: The Tampa Fire Fighters Union. 1943-1979

26

Gray, Tampa Firefighter, 96.

27

Tampa Tribune, October 11, 1966, 1-A, and October 12, 1966, 10-A.

28

Membership in the league was limited to active duty fire fighters. "Articles of Association of Firefighters Service
League of Tampa," Articles 11 and 111, Nick Nuccio Papers (2nd term), box 12-3-F-1, Tampa Archives.

29

Letter from Nick Nuccio to the Tampa City Council, December 28, 1966, ibid.

30

"Report of the City Council Upon the Investigation by the City Council of the Fire Department," November 30,
1966, 3, ibid.

31

Ibid., 9. The city council was arguing for what was known as a "little Hatch Act." The original Hatch Act, passed
by Congress in 1939, prevented federal employees from taking part in any political campaigns. Although the initial
purpose of the act was to protect public employees from being forced to contribute to or work on the political
campaigns of their employer’s, it later became a tool to restrict the power of public employee unions Many states
and municipalities later passed their own version of the bill, which were dubbed "little Hatch Acts." The U.S.
Supreme Court consistently upheld the constitutionality of the Hatch Act. "Regulation of Partisan Political Activities
of Public Employees - The Hatch Act," in Harry T. Edwards, et al, eds., Labor Relations in the Public Sector: Cases
and Materials, 3rd ed. (Charlottesville: Michie Company, 1985), 858-80.

32

Tampa Times, September 1, 1978, 1-A, 6-A.

33

Interview in Tampa on March 25, 1992 with Sam Sinardi, Tampa City fire fighter (1957-1981) and former TFFU
president (tape of interview in possession of author). See also interviews with Sinardi and Urso, Grant, and Etelvino
Fernandez, Tampa City fire fighter (1951-1972), in Tampa on March 28, 1992 (tape of interview in possesion of
author).

34

Newspaper clippings (date and page unknown), and October 5,1978 (probably Tampa Times or Tampa Tribune),
clippings from the papers of Sam Sinardi.
35

Tampa Times, September 11, 1978, 1-A, 6-A. In one city council election during the Greco administration the four
candidates supported by the TFFU received the following financial assistance from the union and from individual
fire fighters: Lee Duncan - $500 (out of $1335 collected), Vince Meloy - $1000 (out of $3950), R. L. Cheney - $500
(out of $3340), and Joe Kotvas - over $5000 (out of $12,000). Tampa Tribune, date and page unknown, clipping
from the papers of Sam Sinardi.

36

Interview with Sinardi and Urso. The FPF was chartered in 1944. Interview with Sinardi.

37

Tampa Tribune, May 11, 1969, 1-C.

38

In 1979 the proportion of public employees in Florida in bargaining units was 44.2 percent. By the next year it
was 53.3 percent. Labor-Management Relations in State and Local Governments: 1979, Bureau of the Census,
Series GSS No. 100 (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1980), 36, and Labor-Management
Relations in State and Local Governments: 1980, Series GSS No. 102, (1980), 28.

39

Contract for 1969 (agreement 4145) and for 1972 (agreement 4145D), Box 9-3-E-11, Tampa Archives.

40

Contract for 1972 (agreement 4145D), Articles IV and XXIII, ibid.

41

Ibid., Articles XV and XVI; interview with Sinardi and Urso.

42

A number of studies have suggested that the attitude of management towards unions in the public and private
sector plays a critical, if not the most important, role in reducing labormanagement conflict. Oddly enough, the
attitude of union leadership towards management may not matter as much. See James Martin, et al, "Successful

Published by Scholar Commons, 1993

19

Tampa Bay History, Vol. 15 [1993], Iss. 1, Art. 4

Public-Sector Labor Relations: Managers’ Attitudes May Matter Most," Monthly Labor Review 102:5 (May 1979),
36-8.
43

Interview with Sinardi and Urso.

44

Tampa Tribune, September 2, 1974, 7-C.

45

Tampa Tribune, December 11, 1974, 1-B, December 4, 1974, 1-B; Tampa Times, December 4, 1974,1-F. The fire
fighters had the only union in the city at the time, and they enjoyed some of the most generous benefits of any city
employees. Tampa Tribune, December 11, 1974. 1-B.

46

Ibid., March 1, 1975.

47

Ibid., March 8, 1977, 1-B, March 12, 1977, 1-B. The manning provision was controvertial not only because the
city felt it limited their flexibility on personnel issues, but also because of its symbolic value. As city council
member Jan Platt argued, the level of service "should be in the hands of the people’s elected representatives, not the
union." Tampa Tribune, March 27, 1977, 2-B, December 3, 1976, 1-B.

48

Ibid., May 4, 1977,1-B.

49

Tampa Times, January 19,1979,1-E; Brief of the Union in Special Master Proceedings Between the IAFF, Local
754, and the City of Tampa, 28, in the records of Charles Hall at FIU.

50

Brief of the City in the Special Master Proceedinqs Between the IAFF, Local 754 and the City of Tampa, 7-10, in
the records of Charles Hall at FIU.

51

Tampa Times, March 27, 1979,1-A, March 29, 1979, 6-A.

52

Ibid., May 30, 1979, 4-A.

53

Collective Barqaining in Public Employment: A Study Report of the Committee on Labor & Industry, created by
the State of Florida House of Representatives (Tallahassee, 1970), 15.

54

Press release of Claude Kirk, March 25, 1970, quoted in ibid., 61.

55

Tampa Tribune, January 6, 1979, 1-A, 8-A, and January 7, 1979, 8-A.

56

The former is from Paul F. Gerllart, Political Activity by Public Employee Organizations at the Local Level:
Threat or Promise?, No. 44 of the Public Employee Relations Library (Chicago: International Personnel
Management Association, 1974), 70. The latter is from Harry H. Wellington and Ralph K. Winter, Jr., The Unions
and the Cities, Studies of Unionism in Government series (Washington, D.C.: The Brookings Institution, 1971), vii.

57

Senator Jesse A. Helms, foreword to Ralph de Toledano, Let Our Cities Burn (New Rochelle: Arlington House,
Publishers, 1975), 9.

58

Kenneth Tomlinson, "Can Public Employee Unions Be Controlled?," Reader’s Digest 110:660 (April 1977),
141-2.

59

Tampa Tribune, September 30, 1971, 20-A.

60

Interviews with Grant and with Sinardi; Tampa Times, August 31,1978, 8-A; Tampa Tribune, May 5, 1977, 20-A.

61

Editorials of WTVT, Channel 13, on May 22,1977, and April 11,1977, from the papers of Sam Sinardi.

https://scholarcommons.usf.edu/tampabayhistory/vol15/iss1/4

20

Wilkins: With Pride and Valor: The Tampa Fire Fighters Union. 1943-1979

62

Flash Point, a publication of the Tampa Fire Fighters Union, 1979, day and month unknown, 2. From the papers
of Sam Sinardi.

63

Ibid., 4-5, and "Resolution of Support from the Hillsborough County Democratic Executive Committee," February
28, 1979, from the papers of Sam Sinardi, and Tampa Times, June 27, 1979,1-A, and June 28, 1979,1-D.

64

Local Union No. 754 of the IAFF, AFL-CIO, and Sam Sinardi v The Tribune company, d / b / a The Tampa Times,
and James M. Talley, Case No. 79-8215 of the Thirteenth Judicial Circuit of the State of Florida (Hillsborough
County). The case, prompted by a May 30, 1979, editorial of the Tampa Times, was eventually dropped.

65

Before one hearing of the city council the union organized so many supporters that they had to move it to Curtis
Hixson Hall, the local convention center. One tactic the TFFU used was to go to local retirement communities that
were particularly dependent on Fire Rescue Teams and convince residents to attend the city council meetings.
Interviews with Sinardi and Urso and with Sinardi.

66

Tampa Times, September 1, 1973, page unknown, clipping in Hillsborough Library.

67

Tampa Times, March 27, 1979,1-A.

68

Interview with Grant.

69

Interviews with Sinardi, Grant, Hall, Sinardi and Urso, and with Fernandez.

70

In 1961-2, for example, the turnover rate in the fire department was 2.4 percent. The rate for the police was 13.8
percent, for sanitation, 18.9 percent, and for parks and recreation, 11.0 percent. The rate for the city as a whole was
13.7 percent. Results in the 1970s were much the same. Tampa Civil Service Board Annual Report for 1963 and
1976, in Hillsborough Library. Part of the explanation for this tendency was that pension credits could not be
transferred between fire departments or among the different municipal services. This was a national phenomenon in
fire fighting. Interview with Sinardi; America Burning, 37.
71

Interviews with Sinardi, Grant, Hall, Sinardi Urso, and with Fernandez.

72

Interview with Fernandez.

73

Ibid.

74

Mormino and Pozzetta, Immigrant World, 302-04.

75

For example, in the late 1960s the president (Sam Sinardi), vice-president (Frank Urso), and the president of the
Fire Fighters Service League (Arthur Llerandi), were all of Latin descent. In 1975 the proportion of Hispanic
workers in the main fire fighter job classifications (Deputy Fire Chief, District Fire Chief, Fire Captain, DriverEngineer, and Fire Fighter) was 11.5 percent (out of 593 total). In the case of Deputy Fire Chief (16.7 percent),
District Fire Chief (15.8 percent), Fire Captain (13.8 percent), and Driver-Engineer (18.4 percent), they were
overrepresented. Only 5.5 percent of the 274 employees with the lowest rank, fire fighter, were Hispanic. No
statistics were kept for Italian-American empoloyees. "EEOC Detail, June 30,1975," from the records of the Equal
Employment Opportunity Office (EE00) of the City of Tampa.

76

Interview with Fernandez.

77

In 1975, of 274 men holding the rank of fire fighter, only six were African-American, and of the 185 men who
were driver-engineers, only one was black. Higher ranks were the exclusive domain of whites. By 1982 one black
had reached the rank of captain, four the rank of driver-engineer, and twenty-seven were fire fighters. "EEOC
Detail, June 30, 1975," and "Work Force Analysis, May 13, 1982," from the records of the Tampa EE00. See also
"Conciliation Agreement" between the United States Equal Employment Opportunity Commission and the City of
Tampa, May 20, 1976, Hillsborough Library.

Published by Scholar Commons, 1993

21

Tampa Bay History, Vol. 15 [1993], Iss. 1, Art. 4

78

Tampa Times, April 23, 1981, 1-A.

79

No precise figure is available for the TFFU, but the interviewees consistently provided this approximate figure.
Statistics for Florida for 1974 indicated that 63 percent of fire fighters were organized, followed by 54.9 percent of
teachers, and 30.7 percent of all state ancl local workers. In the United States as a whole fire fighters had the highest
participation rates until the mid-1970s, when they were overtaken by teachers. In October of 1972 76.5 percent of
fire fighters were organized, followed by 73.7 percent of teachers, and 53.5 percent of all state and local employees.
Labor- Management Relations in State and Local Governments: 1974, Series GSS No. 75 (Washington, D.C.: U.S.
Government Printing Office, 1975), 20, 28.

80

One national survey found that 80 percent of officers expressed a preference for unionization. It also found that
unionization had little influence upon the job performance of officers, or upon their ablility to separate their identity
as a supervisor from their identity as a worker. Hoyt N. Wheeler and Thomas A. Kochan, "Unions and Public Sector
Supervisors: The Case of Fire Fighters," Monthly Labor Review 100:12 (December 1977), 44-48.

81

Tampa Times, November 11, 1976, 2-D.

82

Ibid.

83

Ibid., April 23, 1981, 1-A.

84

Tampa Tribune, January 6, 1979, 1-A, 8-A.

85

Interview with Sinardi and Urso.

https://scholarcommons.usf.edu/tampabayhistory/vol15/iss1/4

22

